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Africa, as Bill Freund points out, has long been associated with the rural. Yet,
not only is it important to recognise and understand long-established urban
life in Africa, but doing so is a highly productive way of understanding the
category of the urban in general. In The African City, Freund makes an
important contribution towards a better understanding of Africa’s urban
history.

Despite the vastness of the subject, this book is of manageable length.
Freund’s approach is not to create an encyclopaedic account of the subject
but rather to use an impressive array of illustrations from the literature to
explore a host of themes: continuity and change, growth and decline, town
and countryside, parasitism and exploitation, pre-modern and modern, and
African and European. From the vantage point of an economic historian,
Freund develops what he calls an evolutionary account of the development
of urban life in Africa. The book is therefore organised according to a very
broad periodisation of the evolution of African cities.

It opens with an account of the emergence of urban life in Africa. While
some of these communities were shaped by waves of classical urbanism,
Islamic influences and European colonialism, there are many examples of
settlements beyond the reaches of these influences. Some settlements,
including a number of the oldest, are now the sites of great cities. Others have
no continuity with present day settlements, as the factors that enabled and
motivated their existence dissipated over time. These factors include: sacred
and religious activity, political power and trade.

From the fifteenth century leading up to the European imperialism of the
late nineteenth century, Africa became increasingly involved in world trade.
Commerce had a profound impact on towns, resulting in the steady growth
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and commercialisation of many. Towns became nodes in trade networks and
were in turn shaped by flows of goods, people and wealth. However, older
urban forms were not always obliterated by new commerce-related growth.
Furthermore, growth was not inevitable and some towns disappeared
altogether. Other towns came into being entirely as a result of European trade
interests, such as slavery.

From the mid nineteenth century, European imperialism came to define the
development of African towns. Growth in many towns continued to be
fuelled mainly by commercialisation although some were sites of production,
such as mining, and others grew as a result of the increasing importance of
administration. Where cities were arguably parasitic on the surrounding
countryside and peasantry before colonialism, the shift to commercialisation
meant that cities were increasingly generative. The growing influence of
capitalism under colonialism should, Freund argues, be framed as exploitative
rather than parasitic. Unlike the pre-colonial period, economic activity under
colonialism began to fundamentally alter relations of production. Within
towns, the appearance of continuity in some older districts often masked
extensive change to the greater urban form and economy.

Colonial cities were also characterised by segregation, through which
European immigrant populations attempted to reduce their contact with
native people as a result of both racist world views and concerns about
hygiene. Paradoxically, therefore, the African populations that supported
the economies of towns were denied claims to citizenship. Racist concerns
about the detribalisation of what were seen as naturally rural Africans ran
up against leftist calls for the recognition of Africans’ participation in
modern urban workforces. The work of anthropologists and sociologists
further shows how these stable urban populations were not simply mimicking
Europe but were engaging modernity on their own terms and infusing
cultural forms and practices which appear western with distinctive local
meanings. As the twentieth century progressed, African cities were the sites
of various struggles from a great variety of interest groups and for a great
many purposes, but were most significant for their independence from
European forms.

These themes are explored more specifically in the case of South Africa,
where European designs on creating white towns were at odds with the
presence of and need for workforces dominated by others. By the mid-
twentieth century, many Africans engaged in more than temporary urban
lives which included cosmopolitan and modern cultural expressions in



144

Richard Ballard

journalism, literature, fine art, music and sport. This development was
received by many white people and authorities as evidence of racial
transgression and a defiance of their desire for control over the city. These
fears informed the policy of apartheid which was to further delay the full
urban citizenship of most residents of towns and cities until the final decade
of the century. Shack settlements and mixed residential areas were destroyed
and their inhabitants relocated to peripheral townships from the 1950s to
ensure more comprehensive segregation. Increasingly, and particularly
from the 1970s, the urban economy and restrictive apartheid policies choked
opportunities for employment and improvements to urban living.

The post-independence period saw accelerating urbanisation in Africa.
It has been suggested by some commentators that these populations
remained in many ways rural. However, evidence suggests that with
successive urban generations, lives are defined increasingly through
networks, economies and cultures of cities. Yet hopes of achieving thriving
modern and cosmopolitan cities that triumphed over the racism of the past
were undermined by the fact that migration from the countryside was
generally not driven by industrialisation in cities. The result was that cities
have been unable to absorb their swelling populations into formal employment
and formal housing. Many post-colonial governments have treated these
populations as unproductive, although their efforts to remove them have
generally failed. Commentators have increasingly argued for a favourable
reading in which this informality is not the antithesis of development but its
essence. Where the state and formal economy leave off, alternative forms of
survival and accumulation, and of self organisation, have arisen.

The book concludes with three contemporary case studies intended to
counter the often heard argument that Africa is largely marginalised in
today’s globalised world. Touba in Senegal had a population of 4,353 in 1960
to around half a million now. The town was the centre of a Muslim order
known as Mourides and many followers migrated to Touba. Those following
the religion are entitled to land. Many families retain productive capacity in
rural areas, assets which are then sold for consumption into the city. In
addition, many families have members in other parts of the world from whom
they receive remittances and import goods for trade. The city retains a large
degree of autonomy from the state since religious structures and lineages
shape the allocation of resources. Although this results in many service
related shortages, it does allow for a novel and dynamic form of growth.
Touba is therefore eminently globalised although the city defies the simplistic
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analysis of much mainstream writing on globalisation.
The second case, Abidjan in the Ivory Coast, was also established

relatively recently, in the 1920s. It boomed in the late colonial and early
independence periods, particularly because of its role in providing coffee
and cocoa. Although there was a large French population, it was not as
segregated and class distinct as was the white population in South Africa.
It aspired instead to a more tolerant kind of city, open to engagement with
outsiders. From the 1980s, a failure to diversify production meant declining
per capita incomes in Abidjan. By the 1990s, nationalist impulses began to
use non-Ivorians as scapegoats. Increasing political instability is infused
with anti-foreigner hostility. Abidjan’s declining fortunes are therefore
related to its faltering relationships with other places.

The final case is that of Durban, South Africa, where growth since the late
nineteenth century was tied to the role of the port and its link to the mining-
related growth of the Witwatersrand. The relatively autonomous and well
resourced white city council implemented modernist city planning which
largely marginalised poorer black people. The post-apartheid local
government is committed to prioritising service provision to those previously
excluded. Yet it must do this in the context of extensive deindustrialisation
and high unemployment levels.

Freund’s account is first and foremost materialist, and is grounded in
historical details. The text extends far beyond the platitude that African
cities are heterogeneous, and demonstrates this diversity through extensive
illustration. The book is commendable for incorporating South African
examples into a broader history of Africa, thereby writing against enduring
South African exceptionalism. Illustrative material is well distributed
geographically and historically.

This is not a project particularly concerned with establishing abstract
models, typologies or polemics. Analytical narrative is embedded into, and
told by, illustrative material. As soon as examples appear to be setting up a
particular pattern, other examples start pushing in a different direction to flag
alternative evolutionary paths. There is no conclusion chapter, as if to say
that simplifying narratives are redundant in the context of this vast and
complex history.

This book will deservedly be read by many advanced students and
scholars of Africa. I hope too that it will have the attention of scholars of
cities.




